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INTRA-YEAR REUSE OF GREAT HORNED OWL NEST SITES BY 
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Abstract. —Barn owls ( Tyto alba) sequentially reused nest sites of great horned owls ( Bubo virginianus ) 
within the same breeding season on two occasions in east-central Colorado during 1982 and 1983. Two 
of 22 cliff nest sites used by great horned owls during the 2-year period were subsequently reused by 
barn owls, while no red-tailed hawk (Buteo jamaicensis, N = 8) or common raven ( Corvus corax, N = 20) 
cliff nests were sequentially used by barn owls. In temperate latitudes, only rarely are sympatric raptor 
species expected to exhibit breeding behavior that could accommodate intra-year sequential nesting at 
the same site. 
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Re-uso intra-anual de nidos de Bubo virginianus por Tyto alba en el centro-este de Colorado 

Resumen. — Tyto alba re-uso secuencialmente nidos de Bubo virginianus en la misma estacion reproductiva 
y en dos ocasiones (1982 y 1983), en el centro-este de Colorado. Dos de los 22 nidos usados por B. 
virginianus, durante el perfodo de dos anos, fueron subsecuentemente re-usados por T. alba. En latitudes 
templadas, estas especies simpatricas, raramente se espera que exhiban una conducta reproductiva que 
incluya nidificacion secuencial intra-anual en el mismo sitio. 

[Traduccion de Ivan Lazo] 


Barn owls (Tyto alba) are sympatric with great 
horned owls (Bubo virginianus) throughout much 
of their breeding range in North America (Johns- 
gard 1988), and these two species’ nest-site char¬ 
acteristics are often similar (Knight and Smith 
1982). Great horned owls are also potential pred¬ 
ators of barn owls (e.g., Wayne 1924, Rudolph 
1978, Knight and Jackman 1984, Millsap and Mill- 
sap 1987) and have reportedly killed barn owls at 
their nest sites (Millsap and Millsap 1987). Presum¬ 
ably, barn owls select nest sites that provide pro¬ 
tection from predation by great horned owls if oth¬ 
er factors that influence nest site selection (e.g., 
thermal protection, Millsap and Millsap 1987) are 
met. 

Several authors (e.g., Smith and Marti 1976, 
Marti et al. 1979, Bunn et al. 1982) have suggested 
that barn owl populations may be limited by the 
availability of suitable nest sites. In predominantly 
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open habitats, breeding density of many raptors is 
thought to be limited by the availability of suitable 
nest sites (Olendorff and Stoddart 1974, Newton 
1979, Andersen 1991). In these habitats, different 
raptor species often nest in closer proximity to one 
another than would be expected if nest sites were 
placed randomly or regularly (Schmutz et al. 1980, 
Restani 1991), and this pattern appears to corre¬ 
spond to the distribution and density of suitable 
nest sites. Where nest sites are not limiting, inter¬ 
specific nest dispersion may become more regular 
(Rothfels and Lein 1983). Perhaps due to low avail¬ 
ability of suitable nest sites, many raptors appro¬ 
priate nests from other species from one year to 
the next (e.g., Newton 1979, Smith and Murphy 
1982), suggesting the occurrence of interspecific 
competition for nest sites. However, intra-year use 
of the same nest site by two raptor species is prob¬ 
ably rare. 

During a 2-yr study of raptors in east-central Col¬ 
orado I observed two instances of within-year use 
of great horned owl nest sites by barn owls. These 
observations are consistent with the suggestion 
that nest site availability may influence distribution 
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Table 1. Cliff nests of large birds located on the Fort 
Carson Military Reservation, Colorado from 1982 
through 1983 and the occurrence of intra-year reuse of 
those nests by barn owls. 


Species 

Year 

No. OF 

Nests 

No. OF 

Nesting 

At¬ 

tempts 

that 

Failed 

No. OF 

Nest 

Sites 

Reused 

Red-tailed Hawk 

1982 

4 

1 

0 


1983 

4 

0 

0 

Great Horned Owl 

1982 

9 

0 

0 


1983 

13 

3 

2 

Common Raven 

1982 

10 

3 

0 


1983 

10 

— 

— 


of raptors nesting in predominantly open habitats, 
and provide an example of the conditions under 
which interspecific, intra-year breeding in the same 
nest site might occur. To my knowledge, similar 
observations have not previously been reported in 
the literature. 

Methods 

During 1982 and 1983, I monitored nesting raptors on 
the Fort Carson Military Reservation (FCMR) in east-cen¬ 
tral Colorado (see Andersen et al. [1985] for a descrip¬ 
tion of the FCMR). Nests were located each spring from 
the ground (on foot or from a vehicle) by searching po¬ 
tential nesting habitat. In March and/or April of each 
year, potential nesting areas (primarily cliff lines, promi¬ 
nent trees and canyons) were also surveyed from a heli¬ 
copter, and all nest sites occupied in 1982 were recheck¬ 
ed in 1983. Each nesting attempt was monitored approx¬ 
imately weekly until young fledged or the nesting attempt 
failed. Follow-up visits were made to nests where no 
young fledged in order to determine cause of failure, 
and nest sites were visited during August in the year they 
were monitored to quantify their physical characteristics. 

Results and Discussion 

During follow-up visits to nests in 1983, I located 
two barn owl nests at sites where great horned owls 
had nested earlier in the year (Table 1). One nest¬ 
ing attempt, located on 6 August, contained three 
barn owl young, and was situated where a great 
horned owl nesting attempt had failed on approx¬ 
imately 13 April 1983. The other nest contained 
five barn owl young and was found on 7 August at 
a site where great horned owls had fledged on ap¬ 
proximately 16 May 1983. Neither barn owl nest 
was subsequently visited to determine nesting suc¬ 
cess, although I estimated that young were at least 


halfway through the nestling period at both nests 
(based on photographs in Bunn et al. [1982]) and 
thus had a high probability of fledging. 

Barn owl nesting only infrequently occurred at 
vacated nest sites of great horned owls (two of 22 
cliff nest sites of great horned owls over a 2-yr pe¬ 
riod) and was not observed in old nests of other 
large cliff-nesting birds (red-tailed hawks [Buteoja- 
maicensis ] or common ravens [Corvus corax]) on 
the FCMR (Table 1). Both nest sites used by barn 
owls were on cliffs; one in an old stick nest that 
appeared to have been constructed by common 
ravens and the other in a large natural cavity in a 
sandstone cliff. The only other barn owl nesting 
attempt located on the FCMR during the 2-yr study 
was in a natural cavity in a cliff (Andersen 1988). 

On the FCMR, great horned owls laid eggs in 
early March and young fledged in early to mid- 
May. In north-central Colorado, barn owls fledged 
young from July to early September (Millsap and 
Millsap 1987); egg laying occurred from April 
through early July (Pickwell 1948, Smith et al. 
1974, Colvin 1985, Marshall et al. 1986). The pe¬ 
riod of nest initiation on the FCMR is not known, 
but if similar to north-central Colorado, then barn 
owls may be able to use both successful and unsuc¬ 
cessful great horned owl nest sites as potential 
nests. 

Within-year use of the same nest site by two rap¬ 
tor species is likely to be rare. In temperate areas, 
most raptors of medium to large body size begin 
nesting in late winter or early spring, and generally 
attempt nesting only once during a single breeding 
season (Newton 1979, Johnsgard 1988). Sequential 
use of a nest by different species within a single 
breeding season requires one species to relinquish 
the site early in the season, and the other to adopt 
the site relatively late in the season. Reuse of nest 
sites may also be more likely when suitable nest 
sites are limited and when neither species con¬ 
structs its own nest, further limiting potential nest 
sites. These conditions are probably only met in a 
few species pairs, with barn owls being one of the 
few species likely to initiate nesting late in the sea¬ 
son (Stewart 1952, Henny 1969). 
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